ABSTRACT
required students to develop their own questions allowing them to take initiative and to be more reflective in exploring this new, cross-cultural situation.
Southeastern Louisiana University is one of four universities in the US that are involved in a program to improve the English proficiency of Panamanian educators. This multi-year program provides English as Second Language (ESL) training to Panamanian educators. While the College of Business is the coordinator of the program on the Southeastern campus, the program involves other units on campus including the College of Education, the university's Hispanic Business and Leadership Institute, and the Institute for Global and Domestic Development (a foundation tied to the university).
Each program is approximately three months long and includes development of English proficiencies among participants, training in educational processes as practiced in the US and cultural visits to enhance participants' knowledge of the US and Louisiana. Participants are encouraged to attend university sporting and cultural events while on campus. The cultural visits include trips to a university research station located in the wetlands surrounding Lake Ponchartrain, the French Quarter of New Orleans, state government offices in Baton Rouge and of course, popular shopping outlets and malls. As the first group of 50 participants was nearing the end of its program, faculty members involved in the program decided that an interactive exercise between the educators and US students could accomplish several learning goals and improve the learning experience of all involved.
Many universities identify learning outcomes at the macro level (Song, Loyle-Langholz, Higbee, & Zhou, 2013) . Such learning outcomes delineate the knowledge, skills, competencies and other products expected from students who successfully complete the effort or program involved. However, outcomes at the course level are often lacking but in this case, three specific learning outcomes for each of the two groups involved in this exercise (Panamanian educators and US retailing students) were delineated. Learning outcomes for the educators included:
1. The exercise would give the Panamanian educators an opportunity to practice and improve English communication skills (written and oral) by directly talking with and interviewing students. 2. The exercise would provide the educators a better understanding of US culture and allow them an unprecedented opportunity to closely interact with Americans. 3. The exercise would develop interviewing and cross-cultural communication skills of the educators.
The learning outcomes for the students included:
1. The exercise would give retailing students an opportunity to interact with individuals from another culture who were early in the development of their English speaking skills. 2. The exercise would give retailing students an opportunity to learn first-hand about retail shopping behaviors of persons from Central America. 3. The exercise would provide retailing students an unprecedented opportunity to practice and enhance their written and oral communication skills.
The Participants
Many Southeastern students work to support their college studies. In the College of Business more than 80% of students work full or part-time jobs. It is not unusual to hear of students with multiple part-time jobs. The university, boasting of some 15,000 students is one of the universities in the University of Louisiana System. Female students account for approximately 2/3 of the student body. Twenty years ago, the College of Business had international students from almost 100 countries. Perhaps due to the downturn in the international economic climate in recent years, that number has significantly eroded, and the College now has relatively few international students creating a climate that precludes significant interaction with foreign cultures. The College has study abroad programs with trips to Costa Rica and Panama. However, only 30-60 students participate per year. Therefore, opportunities for cross-cultural experiences are somewhat limited.
The students were juniors and seniors in a retail management class (Marketing 331) held during the summer 2015 term. The students were primarily marketing and supply chain management majors taking the class as electives in their curricula.
The Panamanian educators, primarily female and teaching in primary schools, and willing to travel to the US to participate in the 3-month long ESL program were selected by the government. The Panamanian government desires to improve the English proficiency of educators and ultimately, to improve the English abilities of the student populations impacted by these educators.
The Exercise
Panamanian educators viewed this activity as a culmination of their ESL training. They were instructed to learn as much as possible about the students each would interview (they were paired with 1-2 US students each). The crossinterview activity would last 45 minutes. At the conclusion of the exercise, educators were told they would introduce their interviewees to the class, telling not only their names, but also discussing the activities, hobbies and family situation of the students.
Retail management students in the class were encouraged beforehand to conduct a cross-interview of the Panamanians focusing on shopping habits, perceptions of shopping in the US as opposed to shopping in Panama, and to be ready to introduce their interviewees to the class with information on their shopping habits, the grades or classes they taught in Panama, and information about the background of the educators.
The students and educators were paired off at the beginning of a class. The interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. At the conclusion, each pairing stood and took turns introducing each other to the rest of the participants. Much laughter and many smiles accompanied the introductions as all seemed to enjoy this unique experience. At the conclusion of the exercise, a short assessment questionnaire was given to each participant. The results of this assessment follow.
The Results
Students were uniformly positive about the experience. As one said, it was an eye-opening experience for students who have never left the country before. All student respondents agreed it was a positive learning experience and recommended it for future classes. A summary of each of the responses to specific questions on the assessment is displayed in Table 1 . 3. It can be difficult. Some words don't have a counterpart in other languages. 4. It taught me more about how we are just a small part of the entire world. 5. I learned we are not much different from them. We have the same problems. 6. That shopping in the US and Panama are very different. I am more appreciative now. 7. It was interesting to see how fond they were of American shopping. 8. There are many similarities in wants and needs between our cultures. 9. At times, it can be difficult to comprehend the gist of what we are trying to say. 10. We were all eager to learn from one another. 11. A word can have a completely different meaning to them. 12. I learned more about Panamanian culture and retail habits than I expected I would. 13. With a little patience and the desire, you can communicate and learn something about the others. 14. Communication is not easy at times.
Again, students said the impact on their learning was significant. They enjoyed talking with the teachers and learned much. After the assessment, many of the participants (both students and teachers) stayed and continued conversing for quite some time.
Panamanian educators agreed that the exercise should be continued for future program participants. Improving their listening skills was seen as a definite advantage. Just meeting and talking one on one with Americans was seen as a productive communication exercise. One even suggested the program be increased from a one-day exercise to a week-long one, where US students and Panamanian educators could work on a project and make a presentation together at the end -a change that is being discussed among those involved in the program. As one participant put it, the exercise provides a value-added benefit to both groups.
SUMMARY
To improve cross-cultural communication and an understanding of shopping behaviors of people in other countries, an exercise was conducted in a retailing class at Southeastern Louisiana University. The effort involved a crossinterview exercise where participants had to learn about each other and then introduce each other to other participants. American students and Panamanian educators agreed that it was a valuable cross-cultural exercise and improved the communication skills of those involved. There is an expectation that the exercise will be repeated as additional groups of educators come from Panama to participate in the ESL program. 
